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FOLKLORE IN ARABIC LITERATURE 


BY A. S. TRITTON 


A paper read before the Society at University College, London, on October 
20th, 1948 


Mus.ims have a high sense of the dignity of literature so they exclude 
anything in the nature of folklore except from the bestiaries. Then, 
belief in djinn is an article of faith so tales about them are part of 
religion. At the present day the people of Tunis believe that djinn live 
in the sea. No Muslim, who prides himself on his orthodoxy, can accept 
this for djinn are made of fire and it is obvious that djinn cannot live in 
water. As a curiosity it may be noted that there is no word for “ ghost ” ; 
the nearest equivalent I have found is the phrase “ a likeness was shown 
to him ”. 

Here are samples of common themes. Three wishes ; a man was given 
three wishes; his wife insisted on having one for herself and became 
the most beautiful woman in the land; she was so uppish that her 
husband wished her into a dog; her sons protested against this insult 
to them so she was wished back to her first shape. The trick palace ; 
if one stone is removed, the whole will fall down; a slave, who knows 
the secret, is killed. The murdered architect; a man has a fine house 
built and then killed the architect lest he should build a finer. (Also 
heard of a building on Lebanon.) 

A version of the Hermit and the Angel occurs in the Koran. In a 
discussion of spontaneous generation: if a calf is strangled and its 
bones broken bees will appear from the carcase. 

A cobweb placed on an external wound will stop bleeding and prevent 
swelling. 

There are some aetiological tales. A cock and a crow turned in for a 
drink; they had forgotten their money so the crow went to fetch it, 
leaving his friend as surety. 

Mention of the cock suggests this. God has a white cock, its wings 
coloured emerald, ruby and pearl, one wing in the east and one in the 
west, its head is under the throne and its feet in the air. Every morning 
it gives the call to prayer which is heard in heaven and earth by all 
except men and djinn; the cocks on earth answer it. When the resur- 
rection comes, God will say to it, ‘‘ Fold your wings and lower your voice”. 
The inhabitants of heaven and earth, except men and djinn, will know 


332 


Folklore in Arabic Literature 333 


that the hour is at hand. (In the Koran men and djinn are coupled 
together more than once.) 

Cocks crow at the hours of prayer; early Muslims took cocks with 
them on their journeys to use this peculiarity. 

Some tales are associated with Jewish subjects but are not Jewish. 
Nimrod tried to burn Abraham. The mule was fertile but of all animals 
it was the most eager to bring wood for the fire so Abraham cursed it and 
God made it barren. The frog took water in its mouth to put out the fire. 
All creeping things tried to put out the fire except a lizard which blew 
on the flames. The bat fanned the fire with its wings. In another story 
the bat asked the permission of the sea to take of its water to quench 
burning Jerusalem. It prayed, ‘‘ My Lord, make me lord of the sea that 
I may drown them ”. 

A species of lizard moves in a series of short runs with halts in between. 
The reason is that at creation a quantity of poison was allotted to the 
animals. This lizard was late and all the poison had been given out; 
when it remembers its loss, it stops. 

The frog had a tail but the lizard robbed him of it. Frog helped 
Moses against Pharoah. (no details.) 

A woman put her necklace on a tortoise which swam off into the sea. 
She called out to her folk, “ Drain it, drain it and there was left in the 
sea only a few handfuls of water. 

A tortoise in the house keeps out devils. 

He who kills a species of lizard is forgiven seventy sins ; killing seven 
is equal to setting a slave free. The hare is of ill omen because its front 
paws are short. The hands of a man, who meets a hare, will not obtain 
his desire. 

Arabic has only one word for rat and mouse. If a rat finds oil in a 
narrow-necked bottle, it drops its tail through the neck and then licks it. 
(A friend tells me that this is a matter of common observation.) If it 
cannot reach the oil, it drops in pebbles till the level is raised sufficiently. 
(Apparently these statements do not come from Aesop.) Some rats are 
fond of bright things. A man caught one in a trap but did not kill it at 
once. Its mate came to look for it and, finding it in the trap, went back 
to its hole and brought out a gold coin. As this was not accepted, it 
brought out one by one a small pile of them and finally the rag in which 
they had been tied up. When the man saw the rag, he knew that he 
could hope for no more money and set his captive free. 

The natural history which follows is taken from the table talk of a 
prime minister. The hedgehog knocks grapes off the vine, rolls on them 
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so that they stick on his spines, and so carries them home to his young. 
The turtle comes out of the sea and lays its eggs in the sand. When the 
young are hatched, those facing the sea become turtles and those facing 
the land become land tortoises. Stockings of otter skin protect from gout. 
The left tooth of a crocodile is beneficial in ague. If a house is fumigated 
by burning a stag’s horn, snakes flee from it in fear. The elephant gives 
birth standing ; she goes to the shore and stands in the water up to her 
belly so that the calf falls on the water as on a soft bed. The male 
guards her and the calf from snakes. The lioness brings forth her 
young dead; she guards them till the sire comes on the third day, blows 
into their nostrils and brings them to life. A lioness bears only one 
cub; with its claws it tears its way out of the mother’s body. (? Hero- 
dotus). If a snake sees a naked man, it feels shame and does not go near 
him. [The end of the prime minister. ] 

If a dog is in such a position that the moon casts its shadow on the 
ground and a hyena can stand on the shadow, the dog rushes at the 
hyena which devours it. 

If a dog is smeared with the fat of a hyena, it goes mad. 

Dogs do not bark at a man who bears on him the tongue of a hyena. 

One breed of saluqi, the qalati, can distinguish between a dead man 
and one pretending to be dead. In Rum (Asia Minor or Byzantium) they 
do not bury a corpse till it has been shown to one of these dogs. They 
have small bodies and very short legs. (cf. Parsis.) 

Dog left to guard child; dish of food left uncovered; poisoned by a 
snake; father returns and tries to eat from the dish; prevented by 
dog ; dog eats and falls dead. 

In a school book I have met a story of a dog much closer to that of 
Gellert. 

Drastic cutting of the hair is a sign of grief (two stories). Noah cursed 
Ham saying that his children’s hair should not go beyond their ears. 
(? negro’s hair.) 

The sufferer from a cold should take a bit of mule’s dung, spit on it 
and throw it in the road; the cold will pass to him who treads on it. 

A girl threw a stone at a man; he said, ‘‘ Had you thrown an apple, 
we had hoped ; in the casting a stone is cruelty”. It is suggested that 
here is the familiar connection of an apple with marriage. (Der Islam 
v. 14, 381.) 

A dreamer saw a transparent man ; the devil in the form of a frog had 
a proboscis like a gnat which he thrust into the man’s left shoulder; at 
the name of God he retired. 
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Belief in the evil eye was general; perfumes are a guard against it. 
A bowstring was put round a horse’s neck to protect it. There was fear 
of perfection. A woman, who had never been ill, was offered to the 
prophet as wife. “ We do not want her; she comes bringing her sins ; 
there is no good in wealth which has not suffered loss nor in a body which 
has not suffered pain.” 

The devil touched all children at birth except Mary and Jesus. 

Good luck. Women buy milk on the first day of the year that the 
year may be white. They also buy a certain fruit and open its mouth 
in the house; if it ascends to the ceiling, the year will be prosperous. 
The eating a certain dish on Christmas day will keep you warm during 
the year. In Egypt Muslims and Christians believe that bathing at 
Epiphany is a preventive and cure of sickness. 

When the sun is in the sign of the ram they cut camomile, put it in 
a yellow bag with gold, silver or rings and put this in a chest. As long 
as it stays there the house will be prosperous. 

No marriages took place in the month of Shawwal because of a plague 
in it in old times. Muhammad married his favourite wife in that month. 

On the Saturday of Light (the holy fire) leaves are steeped in water 
overnight, in the morning the water is used for washing and then thrown 
into the street or poured away at crossroads. Any illness or misfortune 
in the household will pass to a Muslim who walks over the water. Wash- 
ing on that day is a charm. 

Nawruz, the Persian new year, became a Muslim festival. On this day 
God gave back to Solomon his ring ; the devils brought gifts and swallows 
brought water in their beaks and sprinkled it before him. (Origin of the 
custom of sprinkling water on that day.) 

On the Coptic new year (August) a “ prince of the new year ” rides 
through the town accompanied by a great crowd; he writes certificates 
of appointment, enrols officials, and is allowed to levy contributions on 
the houses of the great. They are content with small gifts. They splash 
each other on the streets with water, a mixture of wine and water, or 
dirty water; no respect is shown for persons though a man may redeem 
himself or suffer horseplay. They throw eggs at each other and beat 
each other with water-skins. Another version runs: a man with his face 
smeared with chalk and flour and a fur beard rides a donkey, carrying 
a notebook; his guards carry reeds or canes and levy contributions as 
they pass in procession. The students in Morocco had a similar mock 
prince in recent times, perhaps even today. 

There are several reports of the bones of heroes being preserved and 
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used as rain charms in time of drought. Praying for rain is a recognised 
custom; one account says that the Muslims and Christians prayed 
separately. 

The practice of tying rags to holy trees is common. A man and his 
bride died on the same day and were buried in one grave. A tree grew 
over the grave and on it were hung red, yellow and green rags. When 
Baibars went on pilgrimage in 1301 he removed a peg which was in the 
middle of the Kaaba. The common folk called it the navel of the earth 
and believed that he, who lay down with his naked navel touching it, 
would escape from hell. God abolished this hateful heresy at the hand 
of Baibars. In Spain a sorcerer was to be executed but the sword did not 
wound him. They stripped him, found a writing on his body, which they 
washed off, and removed a smooth stone from under his tongue. Then 
the sword took effect. 

When any wrong has been done, the chiefs of the tribes meet before 
trustworthy men, one recites the offences committed, digs a hole and 
says, ‘‘ I have thrown into this pit the offences of X.” Then he fills it in 
again. No written record is needed. 

If men are at supper by lamplight and some one comes in for a light, 
he must light his lamp and put it out thrice before taking it away lighted. 
If anyone puts a few stitches in a garment while the owner is wearing it, 
the wearer should have something in his mouth, a straw, bit of paper or 
what-not as an apotropaic. 

A book on education enumerates the following causes of bad memory : 
to eat fresh coriander, acid apples, to see a man who has been impaled, 
read inscriptions on tombs, pass through a train of camels, throw live 
lice on the ground and have the cupping glass applied to the nape of the 
neck. To improve the memory use the toothbrush, drink honey, eat 
white hellebore (?) with honey, and eat twenty-one red raisins on an 
empty stomach; in short, all that diminishes phlegm and humours 
improves memory. 

God gave Adam a mirror in which he could see everything in the earth. 
After Adam’s death, a devil named Forts got the mirror, broke it and 
buried it in the east under a town named Jabart. Solomon made the 
devil dig it up and repaired it. Centuries later a fragment of it passed 
into the possession of the Rosh Haggola, the Head of the dispersion. 
Marwan II, the last Umayyad caliph, killed the Head, took the piece and 
gave it to a slave girl. Mansur, the second Abbasid caliph, got it, put 
another opposite it, and saw the Pure Soul. This was the nickname of 
a member of the family of Ali who rebelled against Mansur. 
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It was revealed to Saul that the man to kill Goliath would be he whom 
Saul’s armour fitted. He tried it on all his soldiers but the only one it 
fitted was David. 

Suhail (Canopus) was a tax-gatherer in Yemen; he was turned into a 
star. (The word used generally means shooting star.) 

A vegetable (? cabbage) first sprang from the blood of Husain. 

The Arabs counted fourteen fires. When a traveller was going away 
and they did not wish him to return, they lighted a fire behind him. 
When warriors came back from a raid with booty, a fire of welcome was 
lighted. When tribes made an alliance, they lighted a fire to which 
sulphur and salt were added. As a rain charm fire was attached to the 
tails of cattle. Camels were always branded with the tribal mark so the 
question, ‘‘ What is your fire? ” meant only ‘‘ Who are you? ” Ghoul 
lights fires to mislead travellers. 

Fire of the two harra. 

A harra is an outcrop of volcanic rock; there is a line of these all 
along the west side of Arabia. There was an eruption between Mecca 
and Medina not long before Muhammad. Some Arabs worshipped it, as 
the Magians do. Khalid b. Sinan said, ‘‘ I will kill this fire’’; he made 
himself look like a Magian, wrapped his clothes round him, took his stick 
and smote the fire. His brethren said, “ If you kill it you may die”; 
he said, “ I don’t care.” 

Khalid is said to have been a prophet of the Berbers. 

When he was dying he gave these instructions, ‘‘ Bury me and after 
three days go to my grave and you will see an ass without a tail grazing by 
it; dig me up and I will tell you all that will happen till the resurrection.” 
Things happened as he said but his sons stopped the exhumation. 
Muhammad called him, ‘‘ The man whom his tribe forsook.” 

Among the traditions of the prophet is this tale: 

Three men took refuge in a cave when overtaken by a storm; the 
entrance collapsed and buried them. They agreed that each should 
remind God of a good deed he had done and ask for deliverance. With 
each tale one third of the obstacle is removed and they escape. The 
same tale occurs elsewhere as having happened among the children of 
Israel with no mention of the prophet. The order of the sub-tales is 
different. Only one concerns us. 

A man hired a labourer to do a job of work. When it is finished he 
offers the labourer his pay but he refuses to take it and goes. He buys 
a cow with the money and in time the cow becomes a herd with a slave to 
tend it. The labourer comes for his pay and gets the herd. 
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This:tale has a Jewish form ; the man buys corn, sows it and reaps it 
till he has a barn full which he gives to the labourer. 


NEBUCHADNEZZAR 

A man of Jerusalem asked God to make known to him the destroyer of 
Israel. God told him that it was a poor man in Babylon named Bukht- 
nassar. The Israelite went to Babylon, hired a house and collected all 
the poor of the town but Bukhtnassar was not among them. Further 
enquiry showed that there was a sick man of that name. The Israelite 
sent his servants to bring the sick man to his house where he was fed, 
treated and cured. The Israelite then returned home and Bukhtnassar 
followed him weeping because he could not repay him. The Israelite 
said, ‘‘ You shall repay me when you are king.” “Mock me not,” said 
Bukhtnassar. 

The king of Persia sent an army against Syria and Bukhtnassar 
accompanied the general as his cook. The general was incompetent and 
the army went home without any success. Bukhtnassar talked of the 
failure and what should have been done. The king heard of what he was 
saying, appointed him to the command where he was victorious. Then 
he took the place of the king and conquered Jerusalem. The Israelite 
who had succoured him begged his protection which was at once granted. 

A man dreamed that Jerusalem would be destroyed by Nebuchad- 
nezzar, the son of a widow in Babylon. He went to Babylon and found 
Nebuchadnezzar gathering firewood. He stayed with them some days 
and then asked him for a written guarantee of protection. He did not 
wish to give it, because it was not worth it; his mother said there was 
no harm in it so he agreed. The bearer would be recognised for he would 
raise the paper on a cane. The story then becomes that of Herod, Salome 
and the murder of John, son of Zacharias. The blood of John will not 
stop running and reaches the city wall. The king of Babylon hears of this 
and sends an army under Nebuchadnezzar. He fails to capture the city 
and is on the point of retreat when an old woman comes out of the town, 
gives him advice and extracts a promise. He posts a quarter of the army 
at each corner of the town and prays for the blood of John. The city falls. 
In fulfilment of his promise he slays 70,000 men where John was killed 
and his blood ceases to flow. Nebuchadnezzar takes Daniel back to 
Babylon, finds the king.dead and reigns in his stead. Magians accuse 
Daniel and he with five companions is cast into a den with seven lions. 
In the morning there are seven men there. The seventh is an angel who 
smites the king and he spends seven years with wild beasts. Daniel is 
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again thrown to one lion; the episode of the burning fiery furnace 
follows. The king dreams of the image with feet of clay; Daniel cannot 
tell what the dream was so his execution is ordered. He begs three days 
grace and then tells the dream and its interpretation. This ends with the 
prediction of Muhammad. The Magians try to kill Daniel by a trick but 
Nebuchadnezzar falls a victim to it. 

There are many duplicates in Muslim history. Here is one. A man 
was sent as ambassador to a Christian king who required the ambassador 
to bow low on entering the presence. The ambassador refused. The 
king gave him audience in a room with a very low door. The ambassador 
went in backwards. Told of Byzantium and of some place in the west of 
Europe. 

At the battle of the Yarmuk water was brought to a wounded man, he 
passed it to a second who sent it on toa third. Before the bearer could 
get to the third, he had died. Then he went back to number two and 
found him dead; then to the first and found him dead also. Sir Philip 
Sydney must take a back seat. 

An official punished a servant of the heir apparent. When the heir 
became caliph, the officer expected the worst. The caliph sent for him 
and continued him in his office. He went home and was playing with his 
little son when there was a disturbance in the street. It was the caliph 
come to visit him. The caliph asked for food and when he had eaten 
said, “ I was afraid that your mind was uneasy ; now I have been your 
guest and eaten your food, I can do you no harm.” 


